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- - " And where are you from ? In what district were you
born ? "
The man looked at Fomin with feverishly glittering blue
eyes, spat out a clot of blood on to the floor, and answered
^in a clear, resonant bass :
ft Pskov province/'
" We've heard of that place ! " Fomin said with a sneer.
(( You've come a long way for other people's grain, my lad !
Well, no more talk ! What are we to do with you, eh ? "
tf You must release me/'
" You're a simple sort, my lad ! But maybe we will
release you. What do you say, boys ? " Laughing in
his moustache, Fomin turned to the men sitting at the table.
Gregor, who had been watching closely, saw quiet,
understanding smiles on the brown, weatherbeaten faces.
" He can serve with us for a couple of months, and then
; we'll let him go home to his wife," one of the men said.
" Maybe you will serve with us ? " Fomin asked, vainly
trying to hide his smile. " We'll give you a horse and
saddle, and instead of your felt boots you shall have new
legboots with shaped calves. . . . Your commanders don't
fit you out very well. D'you call that footwear ? There's
a thaw outside, and you're going about in felt boots ! Will
you join us ? "
" He's a peasant; he's never ridden horseback in his
life! " one of the cossacks lisped in a falsetto voice,
pretending to be a halfwit.
The Red Army man was silent.  He leaned his back
k against the stove, looking about him with eyes that had
grown clear and bright.  From time to time he frowned
with pain, gaping when he found it difficult to get his breath.
f{ Will you join us, or what ? " Fomin asked again.
" But who are you ? "
" Who are we ? " Fomin raised his eyebrows and stroked
his whiskers with his palm. " We're fighters for the toiling
people. We're against the oppression of the commissars
and communists, that's who we are/'
Then Gregor suddenly saw a smile on the man's face.
" So that's who you are. ... I was wondering who you
could be." The prisoner smiled, revealing teeth stained
with blood, and he spoke as though he were pleasantly
surprised by the news he had heard. But in his voice there